against women and the handicapped, protean corruption among local officials, and failure to keep the promise of village democracy and transparency in government have stimulated some 200 million rural Chinese to move to the country's burgeoning cities. Although the living conditions of these migrants are often appalling and they confront social as well as legal discrimination, the remittances they send home frequently make the difference between survival and starvation for the families left behind.
Not surprisingly, the plight of rural people has spawned a huge number of disputes-between local Communist Party or government officials and the villagers they rule, between the villagers themselves and even between village, township, county and city officials, on the one hand, and their nominally superior provincial and central government counterparts, on the other. Disputes and social protests have never been strangers to the Chinese countryside. Yet in recent decades "rights consciousness" has been spreading not only among urban dwellers but also among rural people. Since 1979 the central authorities have made prodigious efforts to legitimate their rule by establishing "a socialist rule of law" to replace the chaos of the Cultural Revolution and by educating the masses to appreciate the country's Constitution, legislation, and legal institutions. In response to both domestic and foreign pressures, the regime has even recognized the concept of "human rights," recently enshrined in a Constitutional amendment. And the media-television, radio, film, print journalism, the Internet, and other electronic advances-have brought these new notions, values, norms, and institutions down to all but the most remote villages, encouraging the belief that, if letters to and visits with relevant officials and other informal, administrative, or political techniques of handling social and economic grievances fail to provide satisfaction, the formal legal system might well do the job.
Unfortunately, thus far at least, the law enforcement agencies and the legal system in the countryside have themselves largely failed to meet popular and central government expectations. Indeed, they have often become instruments of oppression manipulated by the same officials whose negligence, abuses, and corruption have stirred their constituents to seek relief through the formal legal system. This in turn has only further fueled the righteous indignation that has increasingly produced public demonstrations, mass protests, and sometimes large-scale and extremely violent incidents (Chen and Wu 2006; Cohen 2006) . Citizens' increasing "rights consciousness" is teetering on the brink of "rights disillusionment" as the government's much-touted legal reforms often fail to translate into increased protections in practice.
In these circumstances, is it any wonder that China's highest Party and government leaders have recently released by far the most forceful of their recurrent calls for the construction of "a new socialist countryside," one that will shape "a harmonious socialist society, achieving social fairness and
